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Foreword

Each year, thousands of incarcerated adults leave the nation’s prisons and jails and return to
their families and communities. While many successfully reintegrate into their communi-
ties, find jobs, and become productive members of society, many others will commit new
crimes and end up being reincarcerated. Although a number of factors account for why some
ex-prisoners succeed and some don’t, we know that a lack of education and skills is one key
reason. This is why correctional education programs—whether academically or vocationally
focused—are a key service provided in correctional facilities across the nation. But do such
correctional education programs actually work? We care about the answer both because we
want ex-prisoners to successfully reenter communities and because we have a responsibility to
use taxpayer dollars judiciously to support programs that are backed by evidence of their
effectiveness—especially during difficult budgetary times like these. Across this Administra-
tion, we are committed to investing in evidence-based programming, investigating promising
practices, and making science a priority.

Fortunately, the passage of the Second Chance Act of 2007 gave us a chance to compre-
hensively examine the effectiveness of correctional education because it includes a specific pro-
vision to improve education in U.S. prisons and jails. The Bureau of Justice Assistance, with
guidance from the Office of Vocational and Adult Education, competitively awarded a project
to the RAND Corporation in 2010. We asked RAND to comprehensively examine the cur-
rent state of correctional education for incarcerated adults and juveniles and where the field is
headed, which correctional education programs are effective, and how effective programs can
be implemented across different settings. This valuable report—a new meta-analysis examin-
ing the effectiveness of correctional education programs—is a key part of that effort and can
help us answer the question of whether the nation’s investment in correctional education is
indeed achieving its intended outcomes.

The results presented here are truly encouraging. Confirming the results of previous meta-
analyses—while using more (and more recent) studies and an even more rigorous approach to
selecting and evaluating them than in the past—RAND researchers show that correctional
education reduces postrelease recidivism and does so cost-effectively. And the study also looks
at another outcome key to successful reentry—postrelease employment—and finds that cor-
rectional education may increase such employment. The reason the findings for employment
are merely suggestive is that only one of the 19 studies that evaluated post-employment out-
comes used a highly rigorous methodology.

This need for more high-quality studies that would reinforce the findings is one of the key
areas the study recommends for continuing attention. Just as important is the need to better
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understand what makes some programs more effective than others—is it the program design,
the type of instruction, the length of the program, or, more likely, some combination of these
and other factors? Having such knowledge is key to telling us which programs should be devel-
oped and funded—which programs will provide the greatest return on taxpayer dollars. Other
parts of the RAND project, including an assessment of best practices derived from examining
current programs, will further illuminate what works, but new and ongoing studies should be
designed in ways that help isolate the causal effects of particular program designs.

The results provided here give us confidence that correctional education programs are a
sound investment in helping released prisoners get back on their feet—and stay on their feet—
when they return to communities nationwide. We are pleased to have been able to work coop-
eratively across our two agencies with the RAND staff and to offer this important information.

Denise E. O’Donnell, ].D. Brenda Dann-Messier, Ed.D.
Director, Bureau of Justice Assistance Assistant Secretary
Office of Justice Programs Vocational and Adult Education

U.S. Department of Justice U.S. Department of Education



Preface

The Second Chance Act of 2007 (Public Law 110-199) represented a historic piece of legisla-
tion designed to improve outcomes for and provide a comprehensive response to the increasing
number of individuals who are released from prisons, jails, and juvenile residential facilities and
returning to communities upon release. The Second Chance Act’s grant programs are funded
and administered by the Office of Justice Programs within the U.S. Department of Justice. In
2010, for the first time, funding was set aside for a comprehensive study of correctional educa-
tion. The Office of Justice Programs’ Bureau of Justice Assistance awarded the RAND Corpo-
ration a cooperative agreement to undertake a comprehensive examination of the current state
of correctional education for incarcerated adults and juveniles and where it is headed, which
correctional education programs are effective, and how effective programs can be implemented
across different settings. One key task was to undertake a comprehensive review of the scien-
tific literature and a meta-analysis to synthesize the findings from multiple studies as to the
effectiveness of correctional education programs in helping to reduce recidivism and improve
postrelease employment outcomes. In this report, we detail the meta-analytic approach and
findings for academic programs and vocational training programs provided to incarcerated
adults. In a subsequent report, we will present the findings for the overall project.

These results will be of interest to federal and state policymakers; administrators of state
departments of corrections, public safety, and education; correctional as well as community
college educators; career technical training providers; and other organizations that provide
educational services and training to currently incarcerated or formerly incarcerated adults.
These results will also be of interest to those in the U.S. Departments of Justice and Education
who are committed to ensuring the availability and quality of correctional education programs
for incarcerated adults.

The RAND Safety and Justice Program

The research reported here was conducted in the RAND Safety and Justice Program, which
addresses all aspects of public safety and the criminal justice system, including violence, polic-
ing, corrections, courts and criminal law, substance abuse, occupational safety, and public
integrity. Program research is supported by government agencies, foundations, and the private
sector.

This program is part of RAND Justice, Infrastructure, and Environment, a division of
the RAND Corporation dedicated to improving policy and decisionmaking in a wide range of
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policy domains, including civil and criminal justice, infrastructure protection and homeland
security, transportation and energy policy, and environmental and natural resource policy.

Questions or comments about this report should be sent to the project leaders, Lois M.
Davis, Ph.D. (Lois_Davis@rand.org) and Robert Bozick, Ph.D. (Robert_Bozick@rand.org).
For more information about the Safety and Justice Program, see http://www.rand.org/safety-
justice or contact the director at sj@rand.org.
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Summary

Introduction

It is challenging to prepare offenders with the needed vocational skills and education to be
successful in reintegrating back into society. Offenders, on average, are less educated than the
general population. For example, in 2004, approximately 36 percent of individuals in state
prisons had attained less than a high school education compared with 19 percent of the general
U.S. population age 16 and over. In addition to having lower levels of educational attainment,
offenders often lack vocational skills and a steady history of employment, which is a significant
challenge for individuals returning from prison to local communities. And the dynamics of
prison entry and reentry make it hard for this population to accumulate meaningful, sustained
employment experience. Finally, the stigma of having a felony conviction on one’s record is a
key barrier to postrelease employment.

On April 9, 2008, the Second Chance Act (Public Law 110-199) (SCA) was signed into
law. This important piece of legislation was designed to improve outcomes for individuals who
are incarcerated, most of whom will ultimately return to communities upon release. The SCA’s
grant programs are funded and administered by the Office of Justice Programs (OJP) within
the U.S. Department of Justice (DQOJ). In 2010, funding was set aside, for the first time under
the SCA, to conduct a comprehensive study of correctional education. OJP’s Bureau of Justice
Assistance (BJA) awarded the RAND Corporation a cooperative agreement to comprehen-
sively examine the current state of correctional education for incarcerated adults and juveniles
and where it is headed, which correctional education programs are effective, and how effective
programs can be implemented across different settings. One central task in that effort was to
comprehensively review the scientific literature and conduct a meta-analysis to synthesize the
findings from multiple studies about the effectiveness of correctional education programs in
helping to reduce recidivism and improve employment outcomes for incarcerated adults within
U.S. state prisons.

In this report, we present the findings from our meta-analysis, which will inform policy-
makers, educators, and correctional education administrators interested in understanding the
association between correctional education and reductions in recidivism and improvements in
employment and other outcomes.

To prepare for the meta-analysis, we first conducted a comprehensive literature search
for published and unpublished studies released between 1980 and 2011 that examined the
relationship between correctional education participation and inmate outcomes. We focused
exclusively on studies published in English of correctional education programs in the United
States that included an academic and/or vocational curriculum with a structured instructional
component. A scientific review panel abstracted data, and the quality of the research design

XV
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was rated using the Maryland Scientific Methods Scale and the U.S. Department of Educa-
tion’s What Works Clearinghouse rating scheme. Studies that met our eligibility criteria in
terms of intervention type, research design, and outcomes and that rated a 2 or higher on the
Maryland Scientific Methods Scale were included in the meta-analysis.

We used meta-analytic techniques to synthesize the effects of correctional education pro-
grams administered to adults across multiple studies. As with previous meta-analyses in this
area, our focus was largely on recidivism, because it is the outcome most often used in the lit-
erature. However, we also examined whether participating in a correctional education program
was associated with an increase in labor force participation and whether participating in a cor-
rectional education program with a computer-assisted instructional component was associated
with gains in achievement test scores. In addition, we conducted a cost analysis comparing the
direct costs of correctional education with those of re-incarceration to place our recidivism
findings into a broader context.

Results

Relationship Between Correctional Education Programs and Recidivism

Our meta-analytic findings provide additional support for the premise that receiving correc-
tional education while incarcerated reduces an individual’s risk of recidivating after release.
After examining the higher-quality research studies, we found that, on average, inmates who
participated in correctional education programs had 43 percent lower odds of recidivating than
inmates who did not. These results were consistent even when we included the lower-quality
studies in the analysis. This translates into a reduction in the risk of recidivating of 13 percent-
age points for those who participate in correctional education programs versus those who do
not. This reduction is somewhat greater than what had been previously reported by Wilson,
Gallagher, and MacKenzie (2000), which showed an average reduction in recidivism of about
11 percentage points. Using more recent studies and ones of higher quality, our findings com-
plement the results published by Wilson, Gallagher, and MacKenzie (2000), Aos, Miller, and
Drake (2006), and MacKenzie (2006) and provides further support to the assertion that cor-
rectional education participants have lower rates of recidivism than nonparticipants.

Given the high percentage of state prison inmates who have not completed high school,
participation in high school/general education development (GED) programs was the most
common approach to educating inmates in the studies we examined. Focusing only on stud-
ies that examined this kind of program relative to no correctional education, we found that
inmates who participated in high school/GED programs had 30 percent lower odds of recidi-
vating than those who had not. In general, studies that included adult basic education (ABE),
high school/GED, postsecondary education, and/or vocational training programs showed a
reduction in recidivism. However, we could not disentangle the effects of these different types
of educational programs, because inmates could have participated in multiple programs, and
the amount of time that they spent in any given program was rarely reported.

Relationship Between Correctional Education Programs and Employment

When we look at the relationship between correctional education and postrelease employment,
our meta-analyses found—using the full set of studies—that the odds of obtaining employment
postrelease among inmates who participated in correctional education (either academic or vocational
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programs) was 13 percent higher than the odds for those who had not participated. However, only
one study fell into the higher-quality category. Thus, if policymakers want to base decisions on
the higher-quality studies alone, then we are limited in our ability to detect a statistically signif-
icant difference between program participants and nonparticipants in postrelease employment.
Still, our results suggest a positive association between correctional education and postrelease
employment. Our findings align with those produced in the Wilson, Gallagher, and MacKenzie
(2000) meta-analysis, which also found improved odds of employment among correctional
education participants.

When examining the relationship between correctional education and postrelease
employment, one might expect vocational training programs to be more adept than academic
education programs at imparting labor market skills, awarding industry-recognized creden-
tials, or connecting individuals with prospective employers. And, indeed, when we looked
at the relationship between vocational training—versus academic correctional education
programs—and postrelease employment, we found that individuals who participated in voca-
tional training programs had odds of obtaining postrelease employment that were 28 percent higher
than individuals who had not participated. In comparison, individuals who participated in aca-
demic programs (combining ABE, high school/GED, and postsecondary education programs)
had only 8 percent higher odds of obtaining postrelease employment than those individuals
who had not participated in academic programs. Although the results suggest that vocational
training programs have a greater effect than academic programs on one’s odds of obtaining
postrelease employment, there was no statistically significant difference between the odds
ratios for the two types of programs, because the number of vocational training studies was
relatively small.

Relationship Between Computer-Assisted Instruction and Academic Performance

We also examined the relationship between computer-assisted instruction and academic per-
formance. In this case, the outcomes of interest were standardized test scores in mathematics
or reading. We reviewed four studies that compared the achievement test scores of inmates
receiving computer-assisted instruction with the achievement test scores of inmates receiving
face-to-face instruction. In two of the studies, students in both the treatment and comparison
groups also received additional, traditional classroom instruction beyond the portion of their
instructional time that was computer-assisted. We estimated that the overall effect of computer-
assisted instruction relative to traditional instruction is 0.04 grade levels in reading, or abour 0.36
months of learning, and 0.33 grade levels in mathematics, which represents about 3 months of
learning. In other words, on average across the studies, students exposed to computer-assisted
instruction relative to traditional instruction learned very slightly more in reading in the same
amount of instructional time and substantially more in mathematics. However, there was no
statistically significant difference in test scores between the different methods of instruction,
and given that the confidence intervals included zero for both reading and mathematics, we
could not rule out the possibility that the effects estimated were due to chance alone. Because
computer-assisted instruction can be self-paced and supervised by a tutor or an instructor, it is
potentially less costly to administer. It is worth noting that, since the publication of these four
studies, the capability and utility of instructional technology has progressed substantially (U.S.
Department of Education, 2010), which suggests that the effects of the newer technologies may
potentially outstrip those found in the studies examined here.
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Comparison of the Costs of Correctional Education Programs and Reincarceration Costs
State policymakers, corrections officials, and correctional education administrators are asking
a key question: How cost-effective is correctional education? Our cost analysis suggests that
correctional education programs are cost-effective. Focusing only on the direct costs of correc-
tional education programs and of incarceration itself, and using a three-year reincarceration
rate for a hypothetical pool of 100 inmates, we estimated that the three-year reincarceration
costs for those who did not receive correctional education would be between $2.94 million and
$3.25 million. In comparison, for those who did receive correctional education, the three-year
reincarceration costs would be between $2.07 million and $2.28 million. This means that rein-
carceration costs are $0.87 million to $0.97 million /Jess for those who receive correctional edu-
cation. In comparison, our estimates indicate that the costs of providing education to inmates
would range from $140,000 to $174,400 for the pool of 100 inmates. This translates into a
per-inmate cost of correctional education ranging from $1,400 to $1,744, suggesting that pro-
viding correctional education is cost-effective compared with the cost of reincarceration. It is
worth noting that this estimate takes into account only the direct costs to the system, but it
does not consider such other costs as the financial and emotional costs to victims of crime or to
the criminal justice system as a whole. Hence, it is a conservative estimate of the broader effect
that correctional education can potentially yield.

To further help interpret the cost savings, we also calculated the break-even point—
defined as the risk difference in the reincarceration rate required for the cost of correctional
education to be equal to the cost of incarceration. For a correctional education program to be
cost-e